We examined trainee practitioners' initial experiences of applied sport psychology practice.
existing knowledge. Knowing more about trainees' early experiences as they move from "lay helper" to "early student" will also allow further comparisons and contrasts to be drawn with counselling development theory. Potential implications from such comparisons may allow ASP trainee programs to be optimised when planning content for neophyte ASPs.
For example, a greater understanding of the transition into training will assist educators prepare "early students" for normative developmental changes when training to become an ASP.
Therefore, the purpose of this study was to follow ASP MSc students ('early students') through the first critical months of learning about and delivering ASP to athletes.
Understanding these students' perceptions and initial experiences of ASP practice and their motivation to embark on a practice career will provide useful information to guide educators and supervisors. Such information, for example, could also be used to optimise ASP training courses to better prepare practitioners for their careers.
Method Participants
Procedures involved the authorisation of the Ethical Review Application Form by a UK institution. Participants provided informed consent at three points during the research:
before the first interview, after data collection, and after they had read the researchers' findings and interpretations. Participants were 7 full-time MSc students (5 females, 2 males; 21 to 45 years; mean = 28years) enrolled in an MSc in psychology of sport and exercise degree offered at a UK University (4 on British Psychological Society, BPS; 3 on non-BPS, footnote 1). The ASP module was delivered in semester 2 and provided opportunities to (a) interventions. This small sample size permitted sufficient in-depth data to be collected from each individual to allow the research question to be adequately answered.
Insider approach. I [first author] was a fellow student on the non-BPS accredited
MSc and had built up relationships with my colleagues over the three months previous to the research. Similar to the "friendship as method" approach (Tillman-Healy, 2003) , being a fellow student reduced the hierarchical separation between them and I inherent in most researcher-participant relationships and invited expressiveness, emotion, and empathy. Douglas and Carless (2012, p.50) argued that "despite the challenges they can create, the kinds of relationships 'insider' status offers lead to valuable and even unique insights." Some information would not have been accessible had we taken a more traditional "distanced" approach. Nevertheless, the "insider" approach (Moustakas, 1995; Sparkes, 1992 ) must be undertaken with caution. For example, it is unrealistic for the same mutual, close, and lasting friendship to develop between the researcher and every participant. Therefore, I made my position as researcher clear to participants so as not to unduly "mislead" participants.
Additionally, researchers need to be aware that any "fear of offending" their participants, because of emerging loyalties to friends, may unduly influence the research process (Hoskins & Stolz, 2005) . To help reduce 'bias', as Smith et al. (2009) outlines, the researcher needs to know when to strive for "inclusion" and "back off".
I approached respondents from a "stance of friendship", meaning that I treated them with respect and honoured their stories for humane and just purposes. Given the emotional labour involved in such a research approach, I engaged in the process of "bracketing"
regularly, through various strategies (e.g., pilot interview, rigorous reflection in a reflexive diary, conversing with supervisor) to maintain fresh, "naïve" eyes (Allen-Collinson, 2011, 21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46  47  48  49  50  51  52  53  54  55  56  57  58  59 
Procedures
We tracked participants from the start of the ASP module (midway through the MSc) until completion (a 16 week period). Interviews occurred (a) before start of module, (b) 2 months later (after learning about practice process and philosophy), (c) after a further 2 months (after practical experiences), and (d) after another month (after case accounts and module completion). Diaries were distributed at week 4 and completed twice weekly for 8 weeks. Diaries coincided with when students were involved in their early practice experiences with athletes.
Interview guide. An interview schedule was informed by the literature (Rønnestad & Skovholt, 2003; Tod, Marchant, & Andersen, 2007) career, and job opportunities. The interview schedules for interviews 2, 3, and 4 were additionally informed by broad themes from previous interviews, particularly focusing on exploring changes in motivation and expectations, development of professional philosophy, experiences and emotions in early client engagement, and influential key events and individuals. Interview 4 was additionally informed by diary content (Corti, 1993) ; the diary was collected prior to the final interview. Any significant events written in the diary were raised in the interview with an opportunity to discuss in more detail with the participant.
Diaries. Diaries allowed for the opportunity to capture "lived" experiences with the capacity to generate additional and emotionally charged data (Corti, 1993) . Participants completed the structured diary twice a week; once after module session and at another time of their choice. This schedule provided participants with a means to respond to occasional researcher-requested questions as well as to record other reflections (Jacelon & Imperio, 2005; Jones, 2000) . The following open-ended questions were incorporated into the diary as prompts: (a) How do you feel about the session today? (b) How do you feel that you have changed? (c) How do you feel about working with the athlete? (d) How do you feel that you have changed after the session? (e) How do you feel that you have developed? These prompts were generated from the literature (e.g., Tod et al., 2009) . The data collected from diaries and interviews were included in the final analysis.
Data Analysis
We used Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) to understand the meaning of events and change throughout participants' daily lives to identify shared and individual (Smith & Osborn, 2004) . Smith and Osborn's (2004) guidelines directed data analysis, which involved [Author 1] reading the interview transcripts and diary entries several times to become familiar with them. Data was then coded to allow themes to emerge.
Themes were then "weaved together" providing detailed descriptions of participants' experiences (Creswell, 2009; Smith, 2008) . Participants' reflections are conveyed in their own words in the results section to connect data with theory. To examine research bias, the first author's interpretation of the data and thematic analysis was reviewed, discussed, and critiqued by the second and third authors (Gratton & Jones, 2004; Sparkes, 1992) .
Member checking (by taking writings back to participants for examination, critique, further discussions, and reflexive elaborations) was used to enhance trustworthiness and credibility (Sparkes, 1992; Sparkes & Smith, 2009 ). This taking back of the findings to the participants is not seen as a test of "truth," but as opportunities for reflexive elaborations (Sparkes, 1992) . Confidentiality was emphasised so that participants would be as honest as possible and pseudonyms are used throughout to protect participants' identities.
Participants were also told that their involvement had no bearing on their final grade in the module.
Results
Data clustered into the following four main themes: (a) motivations and expectations of ASP (b) perceptions of service delivery (c) emotional journey, and (d) pivotal experiences.
Motivations and Expectations for an ASP Practice Career
Initial motivations. Most students were interested in becoming a sport psychologist because they had a prior interest and ability in sport. For example, Louise says, Realisations of a limited job market. Participants experienced disillusionment regarding their training and career prospects. Throughout the module, they realised further training was required, and that there were limited job opportunities, particularly in elite sport.
I've always been […] good at sport. […] So then I took it further […] I did a Sports

Science degree and within that, sport psychology […] I enjoy it the most and I was
Participants' expectations changed in recognition that the "reality of working with elite athletes was very unlikely" (Joanna). Some expressed how this "realism" had a sudden influence on them, and for Claire, it had 'hit her for six': 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46  47  48  49  50  51  52  53  54  55  56  57  58  59 [and] try and [get] the opportunities for myself" (Jane). Some began to find or look for solutions (e.g., looking for applied voluntary work, finding an ASP supervisor) to be able to be a practitioner, although many did not feel that they were ready. During the course of the module, however, there was a realisation that ASP was more multifaceted than their preconceived ideas as outlined above. All participants discussed how case study accounts of practice helped them start to recognise that sport psychologists were more "facilitators to aid athletes develop their own skills" (Georgina) than experts dispensing advice. During the module participants started to understand that ASP is much more complicated than they initially expected and that there is a need for flexibility and openness, and an 'art to listening.' Guiding approaches and theories. Initially, most participants discussed how they had not really considered the importance of their philosophy and were unable to articulate it, but then had realised that: "it's obviously important to, to kind of know and realise your own philosophy a bit more obviously working with an athlete" (Claire).
After this realisation, most participants began to lean towards one perspective and 'philosophy' of practice developed (which was predominantly cognitive-behavioural), partially so that they were able to broadly discuss what their philosophy might be, because they lacked specific detail. After an intake-interview it appeared that some were experiencing incongruency with their initial philosophical approach. Joanna was still experiencing ambivalence and was "sitting on the fence" regarding her philosophy.
I do think there's a lot, a lot you can change behaviour form that angle, if you make people focus on the way they think and, and identify dysfunctional ways of thinking, or irrational ways of thinking um that behaviour can be changed from that, well I wouldn't say easily, but certainly easier than um, I dunno whether it's easy or not, but I think it, it's possible and I think it's definitely the case in, especially in sports, like um… golf. So I'm sitting on the fence… still.
Having initially experimented with the humanist approach with her athlete she was now questioning whether it suited her because: Consequently, Joanne felt that she did not have the tolerance to be congruent with the humanistic approach. In the final stages of the research, whilst they had the ability to broadly discuss what their philosophy might be, most participants were still unsure about their core values and beliefs.
Emotional Demands
Disillusionment. As discussed above, prior to the module, hope and excitement echoed throughout the interviews. These feelings quickly turned to disillusionment and were linked to the realisation that their graduate education and training and career prospects were not as they had anticipated.
Anxiety and Isolation.
Additionally, throughout the training, participants experienced anxieties; Claire said, "I was being really nervous about it and not very confident with it [the performance profile]." Some participants experienced a sense of loneliness where they felt "you're just kind of, by yourself" (Georgina). Joanna even described how "the MSc started as an adventure and turned into a prison sentence" because she felt so trapped by the MSc which seemingly dominated her life at this time. Initially, participants appeared to believe they were alone in experiencing anxiety and self-doubt. With time, students began to realise that their anxieties were shared with other neophyte practitioners, and this helped them normalise their feelings of isolation and anxieties about feeling responsible for being expert problem solvers. Jane, found it a relief when she realised that she was not alone experiencing these feelings: During the course of the module, participants expressed the importance of learning from working with clients and many describe how they "prefer to be much more hands on rather than have to read a book, to be honest" (Claire). As a vivid illustration, one student worked with an athlete whose issues could not be addressed by mental skills training, because the athlete was "very, very depressed" and she "found it was very difficult to have a conversation with her without getting into the self-esteem issues and, and into tears" Interactions with colleagues. The influence of professional elders and feedback from others (clients, peers, supervisors) was evident in classes, for example, Georgina said
I just like even seeing [supervisor] go through that you know the whole process […] I thought that it was nice to see how you can actually go about it and you know, may be see, you know this is good, you want to use that for yourself or may be here I would've done something different.
Louise found a guest speaker helpful because of the role-play with peers during the performance profile: It seems that interactions with clients, supervisors, hearing about practice and being able to practice these applications are just as (if not more) important contributors to the student's development than theory and literature. For example, one participant said
the theory side of it was great but I'm really looking forward to the applied version […] I come here always wanting to work [in an applied setting] […] this is the bit which is really interesting to me […] I'm very much looking forward to the […]
[learning] the practical things (Joanne).
General Discussion
Previous research has mostly relied on participants reflecting back on their experiences over several months or years, allowing people to perhaps re-story their accounts to fit with their current values and beliefs. This study is unique in allowing data to be collected as participants were engaged in the learning process which contributed to an indepth picture of participants' dynamic lived experiences. Furthermore, the use of diary data 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46  47  48  49  50  51  52  53  54  55  56  57  58  59  60 F o r P e e r R e v i e w O n l y added a methodological advance over previous research and was effective in capturing some more emotive data, which can often be difficult to collect face-to-face in interviews (Corti, 1993 ).
There were a range of reasons to become an ASP practitioner including reflected glory; making a difference to a person's life; to be appreciated by the athlete; rectifying failure as athlete; staying/moving into performance sport as a coping mechanism related to a transition from being an athlete. Indeed, practitioners enter into service These findings extend previous research on the early stages of practitioner development (e.g., Tod et al., 2009; Tod & Bond, 2010) , such as providing more detail on the pivotal transition from "lay helper" to "beginning student" than other studies. Pivotal 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46  47  48  49  50  51  52  53  54  55  56  57  58  59 ASP trainees could use the current findings to assist in their own self-explorations, such as, the ways they manage their own development. Similar to previous findings, (Strean & Strean, 2005) , many of the participants had been former athletes whose motivations for pursuing applied careers involved addressing past sporting failures. Such motivations may influence service delivery outcomes negatively if not managed. Practitioners may develop awareness of and learn to manage such motivations through personal therapy. In many frameworks of individual counselling and therapy, it is unethical to practice without having engaged in some form of regular personal therapy (Hays, 2002) . With more frequent supervision and a raised self-awareness, practitioner effectiveness could be heightened 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46  47  48  49  50  51  52  53  54  55  56  57  58  59 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46  47  48  49  50  51  52  53  54  55  56  57  58  59 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46  47  48  49  50  51  52  53  54  55  56  57  58  59  60 
